Chapter 1
“Tragedy and Honor, 1953”

That cold, raw day in February 1953 was normal enough for Iowa, but it marked a turning point in the lives of Dwight and John Kirsch.  The day was a mix of tragedy and joy!  Ironic Irish luck of the draw!  A few days before, John sent me a surprise letter, telling of Truby's up-coming surgery with the reassurance that the prognosis was optimistic.  I shuddered and felt apprehensive at the news but was too busy with two little boys, a husband, and a visit with my brother Warren (who had just returned from army duty in Japan), to dwell on my feelings.

It was a relief to know that John was back home from New York.  He said it was a good excuse to see the new house, but in reality, John was unable to earn a living there.  He knew his mother (always “Truby” to him, not “mother”) had been dealing with intestinal problems for months, but building a new house and doing some of the finish work herself, such as acid-etching the concrete floors with a mop, helping Dwight with his new demanding director's job at the Art Center, and the other day-to-day details she handled, gave her excuses for ignoring the trouble.  She finally saw a female physician and surgery was recommended.

Dwight was on a buying trip to New York, which was a good thing because he had a phobia about hospitals. His mother and sister, Pat, died when he was a teenager, so it was a shock to come back to find Truby in “that place.”  She was a kind of “Earth Mother” to John and Dwight, a world-class manager, strong-willed and opinionated, intelligent, stylish, yet loving, cheerful and beautiful, theatrical, almost a larger-than-life lady.  One got the impression that “here is an indestructible woman!”

My brother Warren was anxious to get back home to Atkinson.  After a full day's drive from Cheyenne, we enjoyed a happy homecoming with our parents.  That shining hour was quickly dimmed with a call from John.  Truby was dead!  The surgery seemed a success; she had asked for mirror and make-up (typical) while she visited with Dwight and John.  However, peritonitis had developed.  Calling my dad at the Graphic office was so painful.  I couldn't find the right words and blurted out the news without warning.  He and my uncles, Eric and Tabor Kelly, all adored their older sister, she had run the household and helped raise Tabor while my grandmother made hats for well-to-do farmer's wives.  They were devastated.

Because my family felt John needed me, my mother stayed home to care for little Kelly and Mark while we drove to Des Moines for the funeral.  My Uncle, Eric (Ric) Kelly, met us on his way from Colorado. Tabor came from Chicago. Dwight's cousin, Jo Waddell, came from Lincoln, along with many other relatives and friends.  The roads through Iowa in those days were narrow and winding with sharp, unexpected turns up and down hills and along the roadsides we saw many parked trucks and cars, unable to slog through the mud.  At last we drove into the city and found the new house on Casady Drive.

Dwight was so distraught he was unable to arrange the funeral and asked an associate to help in the selection of a minister.  My mother remembered that when Dwight's father died he completely fell apart. This uncommon behavior was embarrassing for the mourners.  I do recall his remarking about Truby's gravesite that he and John chose, “it's in a park-like area with trees and flat, unobtrusive markers that Truby would have liked.”  (Garden-like cemeteries with the flat gravestones were at that time new for the area.)

The Lutheran minister (by coincidence, Dwight and Truby were married by a Lutheran pastor in Atkinson because the Methodist preacher was out of town) had chosen to conduct his traditional, formal, long-winded dirge of a service which was so totally wrong for the unorthodox, non-church-going, free-thinking family as to be almost surreal.  How was he to know the Kirsches had kept their religious and spiritual beliefs to themselves, except to enjoy particular religious music, attend services at an Episcopal church when John sang in their choir, or when Jo Waddell played organ while directing a choir concert?  The man had never met Truby and from information given to him, he completely missed the essence of her spirit and character (he did not know that she was raised a Congregationalist by parents who believed children should decide for themselves their personal religion and or church affiliation).  The word picture he painted of her was so sentimental and off base that I began to squirm, then noticed how agitated John was acting.  His body, seated next to me, twitched, his face began to flush and turn crimson - almost as bright as our red hair, and I thought that any minute he might explode.  Suddenly, he stood up, ignored the droning voice at the pulpit, pushed himself along the seated relatives and friends, and left the funeral home sanctuary!  I froze in my seat and could feel a shock wave sweeping over the mourners so electric that those people still alive still remember.  Later, on the way home, my dad said, “it was Kirsches’ fault for not joining a church.”

After the cemetery burial service, John and I held each other and sobbed until my dad separated us to meet former Atkinson friends, saying, “One should not display such feelings in public.”

Mercifully, the “wake” at the house was exactly right, and was characteristic of Truby's gift for entertaining and making people feel comfortable.  If one believed in spirits and life-after-death, none of us doubted that she was there, hovering over us in the crowded house.  In the kitchen, we women kept saying, “Truby would want us to use this dish, or arrange the food this way,” or “Truby would want someone to play the piano,” as if she were directing the occasion and talking to her guests.  Telegrams and cards poured in, and with ample food and drink, people really made it a party.

During the “festivities” a special letter arrived, was opened and read aloud to the gathering: “Dear Mr. Kirsch: It is a pleasure for me to inform you that the faculty and Board of Trustees at Grinnell College have voted to award you an honorary Doctor of Fine Arts Degree on the occasion of our one hundred and seventh Commencement June 7, 1953.  Through this means we wish to recognize your sincere hope that you will find it possible to be present at Grinnell on June 7th to receive your degree.  I shall look forward to an affirmative answer from you.  Sincerely yours, Samuel N. Stevens, President.”

The consensus of the crowd was that Truby “knew!”  The irony of it all - her poor timing - if she could have put off the surgery one more day, but yes, she was there!  However, Dwight couldn't share the honor with her and could only imagine her radiant smile as the letter was read, or hear her strong voice rejoicing in the pride she felt for the man she loved. 

Truby's spirit could no longer hide her age (sixty), when John finally realized she was seven years older than “papa.”  We all knew John was “at risk,” because he was still groping with life, was ungrounded and rather unstable at age twenty-six, brilliant but lacking self-discipline and ordinary coping skills.  Without Truby, we were all concerned about his future because he depended on her strength.  His road could be rocky!  On the other hand, Dwight had a job, lots of caring friends, plus the new honor. 

Two days after the funeral, Dwight wrote his answer, “Dear President Stevens, your letter of February 25th informing me of the honor you wish to bestow me is a great and welcome surprise.  I am glad to accept this honor and will be present at Grinnell on June 7th.  Coming as this does at the time of my bereavement, I am considering this as a fitting recognition of the teaching and public service in the cause of Art in which my wife and son have always joined and helped me.  As an academic honor, this means much to me, coming from Grinnell, because of the high regard I have for your staff and alumni, whom I know, and for your high standards in general.  I am particularly glad, too, because of the closer tie it makes with Miss Edith Sternfeld, whose inspiring and courageous teaching have had such far-reaching effects. Sincerely, Dwight Kirsch.”

During his struggle to heal the grief he felt, Dwight stifled his emotions with distractions of his job, and by accepting the caring, nurturing attentions of his friends.  He had to learn to live alone, since John again returned to New York to make another stab at an art career.

Such a transition period often triggers early memories, memories of life's earliest happy times.  Some of mine include Uncle Dwight taking pictures of us (he began when I was only a few months old).  He probably recalled his early years on the farm near Mayberry, Nebraska, watching his mother and sisters cook, and play on the nearby clay hill.  In the last years of his life, he wrote an account of his family and than jotted down very sketchy notes of his life in art.  I believe that Dwight would be relieved, and quite pleased, to know how his rough notes have evolved into this book.
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